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Mitch Glickstein is Emeritus Professor 
of Neuroscience at University College 
London. After completing a PhD 
degree in Psychology at the University 
of Chicago, he spent two years as a 
post-doc with Roger Sperry at Cal 
Tech, and one year at Stanford with 
Karl Pribram. After several academic 
positions, first at the University of 
Washington, Seattle, and then at Brown 
University, he moved to an MRC unit 
at University College London, where 
he was later appointed Professor 
of Neuroscience in the Anatomy 
department. He maintains a modest 
lab and has a continued interest in the 
history of Neuroscience and in the role 
of the cerebellum in visually guided 
movement. 
What turned you on to the study 
of brain function in the first 
place? I started graduate school in 
the Psychology department at the 
University of Chicago in 1953, with 
an interest in human mental function 
and a vague plan to become a clinical 
psychologist. The first year was 
devoted to study in all areas, including 
physiological psychology. I was 
interested, but I didn’t switch. I took 
the second year courses in clinical 
psychology, including psychological 
testing and an apprenticeship in 
Carl Rogers’ counselling center. By 
this time I was hoping to do some 
sort of science, but the experimental 
psychology, especially the learning 
theory that I was taught, seemed 
to border on the trivial. Clinical 
psychology was interesting, but lacked 
any obvious way to verify postulates 
or make the field better by experiment. 
I plunged into using factor analysis as 
a way of sorting out ideas, but it too 
seemed limited. I was very fortunate in 
choosing Chicago for two reasons: In 
my final year of graduate school, Garth 
Thomas taught me how to section brain 
tissue, and where the hippocampus 
is. Roger Sperry had been one of 
our instructors before he left for Cal 
Tech, and what he taught seemed 
fascinating. Brain research seemed 
then, and still seems now, to be able to 
provide the answer to the questions I 
started out with. Sperry accepted me 
as a post-doc at Cal Tech. Two years in 
Q & A Sperry’s lab confirmed that this was  the kind of work that I wanted to do  
for the rest of my life.
Do you have a scientific hero? Steve 
Kuffler. After two years with Sperry, 
and one year with Pribram I was 
hired as an Assistant Professor with 
a joint appointment in the Physiology 
and Psychology Departments at the 
University of Washington in Seattle. My 
responsibility was to guide and help the 
graduate students in the joint graduate 
training program shared by the two 
departments. My desk and lab were 
in the Physiology Department. At the 
time I knew very little neurophysiology, 
but the Seattle department was an 
ideal place to learn. I was encouraged 
to attend courses, and within a few 
years I became an active participant 
in teaching the conjoint neuroanatomy 
neurophysiology course for the medical 
students. Having learned some 
physiology, I could now appreciate the 
elegance of Kuffler’s work, the clarity 
and simplicity of his papers. He had a 
unique gift for identifying a question, 
and then finding the right preparation 
which would allow him to answer that 
question, whether it be the functions of 
the gamma motor neuron of mammals, 
the role of glial cells in the optic 
nerve of a toad, or the mechanism 
of peripheral inhibition in a crayfish 
muscle. When I moved east to Brown 
University, I would sometimes go to 
seminars at Harvard and listen to his 
incisive comments on papers, and his 
obvious sense of humor. I felt fortunate 
in meeting him one morning at 
breakfast at a meeting which we both 
were attending. I asked him in detail 
about some of his work: he became 
increasingly enthusiastic; biology,  
he said, is like a great candy store.
What do you think are some of the 
major ethical issues in science? 
Thou shalt not lie. There is a paradox in 
scientific ethics. If I ask you; “Which is 
worse; to lie to a friend or to steal from 
him?” it seems obvious that stealing is 
the greater sin. But in science, lying is 
much worse. It is immoral if I steal your 
data or your ideas, but the science 
itself would not be crippled. If we lie 
we are no different from car salesmen 
or the worst sort of politician. We can 
make errors in collecting data, we can 
misinterpret the results, but we must 
not lie.
Another issue is the ethical treatment 
of students and colleagues. Lectures often begin or end with a list of “people 
who did most of the work I will discuss 
here”. It may be supplemented by a 
picture of the group smiling happily 
in the lab, or, in California, gathered 
under a palm tree. Some people mean 
it. Some do not. Accepting a student 
should mean caring about them as 
people, and helping them in a career 
when they leave your lab. 
Who were some of the best 
colleagues you have had in your 
career? I think of three; each for a 
different reason. Ted Ruch was my 
boss in the Physiology Department at 
Seattle. I knew very little physiology 
when I arrived, but he reassured 
me that I would learn it there. When 
I wrote a chapter for his textbook 
he reproached me for some of the 
awkward prose that I had produced. 
In so doing, he taught me a great 
deal about how to write. Selfless, 
he resembled a school headmaster, 
committed to the welfare of his pupils. 
Harry Patton (Pat to all of us) 
succeeded Ruch as chairman of 
the Physiology department. It was 
from Pat’s lectures that I learned 
some physiology and an approach to 
teaching. Pat never taught just what 
we know, but always how we know it. 
His lectures on reflexes, for example, 
were superb. He might simply have 
said that the knee jerk is an example of 
a stretch reflex, and that in the simplest 
circuit there is a monosynaptic link 
from the muscle afferents onto the 
motor neurons. All this was certainly 
clear from his lecture. But he also 
showed how we know all of this; the 
experimental evidence for the timing  
of the afferent input, the synaptic  
delay, and the output to the muscle.
Lorrin Riggs was my colleague at 
Brown University. Simply put, Lorrin 
was the best Professor I have known. 
An original experimenter with a deep 
understanding of vision, he was kind 
and helpful with his students without 
ever compromising rigor. He led the 
vision group, me, Dean Yeager and  
all our students on hikes or ski trips  
in the White Mountain. He served as a 
model for the rest of the department.  
If Lorrin is such a good citizen, how  
dare I be otherwise?
What are your views on the 
university as an institution? I have 
taught for many years in each of two 
countries, and for a much shorter time 
in two more. In the US, I taught at a 
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What is a bird nest like? Bird nests 
vary enormously among species in 
their form, size and composition. The 
nest of a long-tailed tit (Aegithalos 
caudatus) is a flexible bag composed 
of small- leaved mosses entangled in 
myriad loops of fluffy spider egg cocoon 
silk — a ‘Velcro’ fabric. For insulation, 
this bag is lined with as many as 2,000 
small feathers. For camouflage, the 
outside of the nest is covered with a 
few thousand small lichen flakes. At 
the other extreme of nest complexity 
is the nest of the Arctic tern (Sterna 
paradisea), which is often no more 
than a shallow depression scraped in 
a shingle beach. The size of nests is 
equally variable. An Antillean crested 
hummingbird (Orthorhyncus cristatus), 
at ~2.4 grams, may be more than twice 
the weight of the tiny nest cup on 
which it sits, while the massive platform 
nest of the bald eagle (Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus) can be three metres 
in width and weigh up to three metric 
tons, about 600 times the weight of the 
bird itself. The composition of nesting 
material varies from grasses and twigs 
(Figure 1) to those used by the common 
tailorbird (Orthotomus sutorius), which 
stitches together a folded-over living 
leaf with threads of spider silk. 
What is a nest for? Nests are 
structures built, or modified, to provide 
some security from the hazards of 
the world outside. They are built by a 
wide range of animals, including many 
insects. Among the vertebrates there 
are some fish and reptile species that 
build nests and some mammals, but 
nest building of some kind is almost 
universal among birds.
The sole function of nests built by 
virtually all bird species is to raise 
young. In many species, however, for 
example waterfowl and gamebirds, 
chicks leave the nest soon after 
hatching, so the nest is built simply  
to protect the eggs during incubation. 
There are few exceptions to the 
reproductive function of nests in birds. 
Quick guidesstate and at a private university. Despite the great diversity among them, there 
is a common theme. All universities 
have flaws, but the ideal is a universal 
one, a place where scholars are free 
to study and teach, and young people 
to learn. Robert Maynard Hutchins 
was chancellor of the University of 
Chicago when I was an undergraduate 
student. At the time, Senator Joseph 
McCarthy was attacking liberals as 
subversive, and his attacks represented 
a serious challenge to the freedom of 
all universities. Hutchins would have 
none of it. He said that “No University 
of Chicago professor will be fired for 
any reason short of rape or murder 
committed at high noon with three 
witnesses.” 
What were some of the best times 
in your scientific life? I spent a year in 
the Physiology Department at  
Oxford in 1971–72. David Whitteridge, 
the chairman of the department, 
became a close friend. Early on in my  
time there he knocked on John Stein’s  
door and said; “You two might have 
something to discuss”. We did, and we 
still do. John and I began looking for, 
and then recording visual responses 
of cells in the pontine nuclei. The 
collaboration was enriched the next 
year after I returned to Brown University 
by the good fortune of the arrival of 
two outstanding young people. Alan 
Gibson arrived as a postdoc, sent on 
by Mike Gazzaniga, and Jim Baker as a 
graduate student encouraged to come 
to Brown by Mark Berkley. All four were 
equally intelligent, but each of us had a 
unique contribution. Mine was to be the 
vague philosopher of the group, John 
Stein, the enthusiastic spark plug. Alan 
Gibson was the creative lab person, 
and Jim the deeply thoughtful critic. 
A very lucky combination. John Stein 
would come Summers to continue to 
work with us, and later, George Mower 
and Ric Robinson came to continue to 
study other visual inputs to the pons 
and cerebellum.
What are your views on 
international collaboration in 
science? When I started working 
in labs we were often only dimly 
aware of contributions from foreign 
labs. Over the years the scientific 
community became a global one. You 
began to know your colleagues and to 
understand them as people. You began 
to make friends across international 
borders, and know your colleagues as close friends, and the names and the 
career plans of their children. 
Which of the papers you have 
written was the most fun? At 
Brown, we had a weekly vision lunch 
where we would discuss new papers, 
old questions, or sports cars. When 
we discussed how to determine the 
focal plane of an eye, it was agreed 
that you must use a retinoscope. 
The observer moves the light source 
back and forth and looks at a shadow 
reflected from the back of the eye. 
Ross Beauchamp, one of Lorrin Riggs’ 
graduate students asked “What if the 
retinoscope reflects from a layer other 
than the receptors?” No one had a 
ready answer, but it didn’t seem like it 
would give much of an error. It does. 
The retina of all mammals is roughly 
equal in thickness, from the 2 mm 
diameter eye of a small brown bat to 
the 50 mm eye of a balleen whale. 
Because the plane reflecting the light 
and shadow is at a roughly constant 
distance from the receptors, I could 
calculate the error which would be 
due to reflection from a surface in 
front of or behind the rods and cones. 
The calculated error is a function of 
the inverse square of the focal length. 
Michel Millodot and I collected data 
from the literature and refracted the 
eyes of several animals varying in 
size. Mice appeared to be 15 diopters 
hypermetropic, rats seven diopters, 
and rabbits two. All of these readings 
are due to errors of the reflecting 
surface being at a plane in front of 
the receptors. The fun was in first 
calculating the nature of the error,  
and then finding it.
Why do you think that some 
scientists prosper while others of 
equal ability do not? Unfortunately, 
it often relates to the extent to which 
they are skilled at self-promotion. Most 
of us know people of great intellect and 
skill who are virtually unknown outside 
their institution. We also usually know 
scientists who seem to rise high in 
the field for no obvious reason except 
for their talent for self-promotion. I 
learned scepticism from Roger Sperry. 
If I got excited about a colleague and 
suggested we invite him or her to 
speak Roger would growl; “What has 
he discovered?” Fair enough. 
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